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Standing	  up	  and	  finding	  my	  voice	  through	  Positive	  Digital	  
Storytelling	  
By	  Sonja	  Vivienne	  	  
	  
Introduction	  
‘Positive	  Stories’	  is	  a	  Digital	  Storytelling	  initiative	  that	  took	  place	  in	  Adelaide	  in	  2010-­‐
2011[1].	  This	  article	  describes	  participants’	  experiences	  of	  creative	  self-­‐
representation	  and	  the	  thorny	  complications	  of	  mediating	  voice,	  particularly	  in	  
situations	  where	  privacy	  and	  publicity	  are	  significant	  issues.	  
Digital	  stories	  are	  short	  (3-­‐5	  minute)	  autobiographical	  documentaries,	  usually	  driven	  
by	  a	  first-­‐person	  narrative.	  They	  typically	  combine	  elements	  such	  as	  voice-­‐overs,	  still	  
photographs,	  artworks,	  and	  other	  personal	  documents	  with	  sound	  effects	  and	  music	  
to	  communicate	  stories	  about	  people’s	  lived	  experiences.	  
Digital	  Storytelling	  is	  typically	  a	  workshop-­‐based	  practice,	  where	  participants	  learn	  to	  
tell	  their	  own	  stories	  while	  strengthening	  their	  communication	  skills	  and	  digital	  
media	  production	  techniques.	  As	  a	  movement,	  digital	  storytelling	  emerged	  from	  the	  
empowerment	  through	  community	  arts	  discourses	  popular	  on	  the	  west	  coast	  of	  the	  
US	  in	  the	  late	  eighties	  [2].	  The	  Center	  for	  Digital	  Storytelling	  (CDS)	  formalised	  the	  
process	  and	  it	  was	  later	  championed	  in	  the	  UK	  as	  a	  tool	  for	  bringing	  the	  voices	  of	  
‘ordinary’	  people	  to	  mainstream	  audiences	  via	  the	  BBC	  [3].	  	  
As	  digital	  technologies	  for	  production	  (digital	  cameras,	  computers	  and	  editing	  
software)	  and	  distribution	  (DVD	  and	  online)	  have	  become	  more	  accessible	  many	  
advocates	  have	  noted	  the	  democratic	  potential	  of	  the	  medium.	  For	  individuals	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whose	  stories	  are	  marginalised,	  mis-­‐represented	  or	  ignored	  by	  mainstream	  media,	  
Digital	  Storytelling	  offers	  an	  opportunity	  for	  self-­‐representation.	  However,	  for	  many	  
storytellers,	  regardless	  of	  these	  potentials,	  the	  realities	  of	  stigma	  and	  discrimination	  
(in	  both	  on	  and	  offline	  communities)	  can	  have	  a	  significant	  influence	  upon	  the	  kind	  
of	  content	  people	  are	  willing	  to	  share	  and	  how	  and	  with	  whom	  they	  share	  it.	  
Additionally	  the	  manner	  in	  which	  workshops	  are	  framed	  and	  facilitated	  by	  
organisations	  can	  also	  influence	  the	  content	  that	  participants	  produce,	  and	  what	  
they	  are	  willing	  to	  say.	  
‘Positive	  Stories’	  overview	  
‘Positive	  Stories’	  is	  a	  collaboration	  between	  ‘Incite	  Stories’[4],	  the	  AIDS	  Council	  of	  SA	  
(ACSA)	  and	  Feast	  Festival	  (the	  annual	  GLBTQI	  cultural	  festival	  in	  Adelaide)	  with	  
financial	  support	  from	  SA	  Health.	  The	  project	  was	  initially	  conceived	  as	  a	  community	  
theatre	  piece	  in	  which	  newly	  diagnosed	  HIV-­‐positive	  people	  (diagnosed	  within	  the	  
last	  10	  years)	  would	  be	  invited	  to	  create	  and	  perform	  experiences	  of	  seroconversion	  
and	  living	  with	  HIV.	  Due	  in	  part	  to	  a	  lack	  of	  interest	  from	  prospective	  participants	  the	  
project	  steering	  committee	  acknowledged	  that	  it	  might	  be	  problematic	  for	  some	  
people	  to	  share	  stories	  of	  recent	  diagnosis,	  risk	  behaviour	  and	  its	  consequences	  in	  
such	  a	  public	  fashion.	  The	  initiative	  was	  re-­‐conceptualised	  as	  a	  digital	  storytelling	  
project,	  as	  this	  would	  give	  participants	  the	  option	  to	  conceal	  their	  identity	  while	  also	  
reaching	  a	  wider	  audience	  than	  a	  theatre	  project	  could.	  	  
While	  the	  project	  aimed	  to	  engage	  a	  younger	  community	  who	  were	  ‘slipping	  through	  
the	  cracks’	  of	  other	  educational	  outreach	  work,	  recruitment	  of	  this	  target	  group	  
proved	  difficult.	  After	  an	  extended	  period	  and	  a	  loosening	  of	  the	  original	  parameters	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a	  modified	  workshop	  process	  was	  designed	  to	  accommodate	  the	  needs	  of	  a	  small	  
group	  of	  storytellers	  -­‐	  3	  men	  and	  1	  woman.	  The	  initiative	  stretched	  out	  over	  an	  18-­‐
month	  period	  (partly	  as	  a	  result	  of	  the	  recruitment	  process),	  however	  this	  extended	  
time	  frame	  also	  accommodated	  fluctuating	  health	  and	  energy	  levels	  and	  allowed	  
storytellers	  to	  commit	  technically,	  creatively	  and	  emotionally	  on	  their	  own	  terms.	  
The	  storytellers	  were	  highly	  engaged	  in	  the	  production	  of	  their	  stories	  and	  worked	  
alongside	  professional	  editors	  who	  undertook	  the	  final	  cut	  under	  each	  storyteller’s	  
direction.	  	  
The	  ‘Positive	  Stories’	  DVD	  collection	  was	  launched	  in	  2011	  at	  a	  community	  screening	  
and	  discussion	  forum	  during	  the	  Adelaide	  FEAST	  Festival	  (South	  Australia’s	  largest	  
annual	  GLBTQI	  cultural	  event).	  The	  stories	  are	  available	  to	  purchase	  on	  DVD	  from	  
ACSA,	  and	  can	  also	  be	  rented	  from	  the	  Darling	  House	  Community	  library	  [5].	  They	  
were	  also	  screened	  during	  the	  2011	  Adelaide	  Fringe	  Festival	  and	  are	  being	  submitted	  
to	  a	  variety	  of	  film	  festivals.	  They	  have	  an	  online	  presence	  at	  
www.rainbowfamilytree.com	  (a	  queer	  digital	  storytelling	  community	  website)	  where	  
they	  can	  easily	  be	  shared	  with	  other	  online	  social	  networks	  such	  as	  Facebook	  and	  
Twitter.	  The	  storytellers	  are	  empowered	  in	  this	  distribution	  process	  as	  they	  elect	  
who	  they	  wish	  to	  share	  their	  stories	  with	  and	  whether	  they	  choose	  to	  be	  identifiable	  
or	  anonymous.	  	  
Public	  and	  Private	  identities	  
Digital	  Story	  production	  and	  distribution	  can	  be	  challenging,	  particularly	  as	  one	  
considers	  the	  ramifications	  of	  ‘being	  public’	  and	  ‘being	  private’.	  Making	  a	  digital	  
story	  is	  in	  many	  ways	  a	  construction	  of	  self.	  However,	  while	  most	  of	  us	  are	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accustomed	  to	  tweaking	  our	  identity	  performances	  for	  a	  variety	  of	  audiences	  in	  a	  
variety	  of	  social	  contexts	  [6],	  the	  knowledge	  that	  these	  stories	  would	  eventually	  
circulate	  online	  for	  years	  to	  come	  highlights	  the	  dilemmas	  of	  what	  has	  come	  to	  be	  
known	  as	  ‘social	  convergence’	  [7]	  -­‐	  where	  different	  audiences	  and	  time	  frames	  are	  
collapsed	  into	  the	  same	  context.	  
	  The	  ‘Positive	  Stories’	  workshops	  were	  characterised	  by	  many	  discussions	  on	  the	  
risks	  and	  benefits	  of	  being	  ‘out	  and	  proud’	  about	  living	  with	  HIV.	  Even	  storytellers	  
who	  felt	  that	  the	  benefits	  of	  increased	  community	  awareness	  (and	  potential	  social	  
change)	  outweighed	  the	  risks	  of	  disclosing	  personal	  information	  online	  were	  
nevertheless	  mindful	  of	  the	  impact	  their	  story	  might	  have,	  for	  example,	  on	  a	  nephew	  
or	  niece	  if	  it	  were	  viewed	  by	  the	  parents	  of	  a	  school-­‐friend	  (	  “His	  uncle’s	  a	  FAGGOT!	  
His	  Uncle’s	  got	  AIDS!”[8]).	  	  
While	  ‘blurring’	  faces	  is	  a	  familiar	  de-­‐identifying	  technique,	  for	  many	  people	  it	  has	  
criminal	  or	  shameful	  connotations,	  so	  a	  variety	  of	  creative	  methods	  to	  conceal	  
individual	  identities	  were	  explored.	  These	  included	  using	  artworks,	  playful	  ‘masking’,	  
staging	  re-­‐enactments,	  choosing	  music	  and	  pacing	  editing	  to	  evoke	  mood	  rather	  
than	  focusing	  on	  identifying	  details.	  In	  this	  way	  Digital	  Storytelling,	  unlike	  many	  
other	  forms	  of	  personal	  ‘everyday	  activism’1,	  allows	  individuals	  to	  have	  a	  voice	  in	  the	  
public	  sphere	  while	  nevertheless	  retaining	  the	  anonymity	  they	  require	  in	  order	  to	  
feel	  safe.	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Mediating	  Voice	  
The	  relationship	  between	  workshop	  participants,	  facilitators	  and	  editors	  creates	  a	  
complex	  co-­‐creative	  dynamic	  where	  stories	  are	  moulded	  through	  suggestions	  and	  
critiques.	  The	  five	  stories	  created	  during	  the	  ‘Positive	  Stories’	  initiative	  are	  slicker	  
than	  many	  digital	  stories,	  due	  in	  part	  to	  the	  substantial	  input	  of	  the	  talented	  and	  
experienced	  editors.	  A	  delicate	  balance	  was	  struck	  between	  maintaining	  a	  raw	  
‘authentic’	  storyteller	  voice	  and	  a	  ‘professional’	  product	  that	  might	  engage	  a	  broader	  
audience.	  	  
These	  collaborations	  produced	  some	  unexpected	  results.	  	  For	  instance,	  a	  cynical	  
‘vent’	  was	  collectively	  transformed	  into	  ‘Greg’s	  Sermon’,	  a	  dance	  floor	  anthem	  for	  
young	  men	  not	  sure	  how	  to	  ‘love	  themselves’.	  In	  another	  case,	  a	  storyteller	  who	  was	  
quite	  keen	  to	  retain	  creative	  control	  found	  that	  ongoing	  health	  issues	  made	  
mastering	  the	  editing	  software	  difficult.	  Instead,	  he	  opted	  to	  channel	  his	  creative	  
energies	  into	  co-­‐ordinating	  and	  directing	  a	  dramatic	  and	  cathartic	  re-­‐creation	  of	  a	  
violent	  encounter	  with	  homophobia.	  	  
The	  dilemma	  of	  how	  best	  to	  represent,	  distil	  or	  translate	  the	  semantic	  intentions	  of	  a	  
storyteller	  is	  one	  that	  has	  been	  wrangled	  by	  many	  documentary	  filmmakers,	  
anthropologists	  and	  scholars.	  Barbara	  Myerhoff	  achieved	  both	  acclaim	  and	  notoriety	  
for	  the	  creative	  approach	  to	  anthropology	  she	  used	  in	  bringing	  the	  stories	  of	  an	  
elderly	  Jewish	  community	  to	  mainstream	  audiences	  in	  book	  and	  documentary	  form,	  
(‘Number	  our	  Days’,	  Myerhoff,	  1978).	  Myerhoff	  proposes	  use	  of	  a	  kind	  of	  ‘third	  
voice’	  “which	  is	  neither	  the	  voice	  of	  the	  informant	  nor	  the	  voice	  of	  the	  interviewer,	  
but	  the	  voice	  of	  their	  collaboration”[9].	  Kaminsky	  critiques	  Myerhoff:	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…“collaboration”	  mystifies	  the	  fact	  that	  in	  her	  attempt	  to	  
conceptualize	  her	  writing	  practice,	  ultimate	  semantic	  authority	  
resides	  with	  the	  anthropological	  author	  and	  that	  in	  actuality	  the	  
informant	  who	  yields	  her	  words	  to	  the	  interviewer	  neither	  
collaborates	  in	  text	  production	  nor	  knows	  what	  turns	  her	  words	  will	  
be	  given	  in	  the	  author's	  hands.	  [10]	  
Narrative	  therapists	  (many	  of	  whom	  cite	  Myerhoff’s	  collaborative	  practices	  as	  
inspiration[11])	  and	  some	  researchers	  and	  documentary	  makers	  deal	  with	  the	  
complex	  issue	  of	  mediating	  voice	  by	  ‘checking	  back	  in’	  with	  the	  speaker,	  thereby	  
offering	  them	  the	  opportunity	  for	  final	  clarification.	  However,	  it	  is	  interesting	  to	  note	  
that	  most	  documentaries	  or	  research	  projects	  in	  which	  a	  final	  product	  has	  been	  
funded	  or	  endorsed	  by	  an	  institution	  require	  that	  participants	  sign	  a	  legal	  ‘release	  
form’	  that	  forgoes	  any	  ‘right	  of	  approval’	  over	  how	  they	  are	  represented.	  From	  an	  
institutional	  point	  of	  view	  this	  avoids	  the	  onerous	  process	  of	  achieving	  consensus	  
and	  allows	  the	  producers/researchers/broadcasters/publishers	  to	  focus	  upon	  
producing	  a	  marketable	  product.	  Community	  development	  initiatives	  tend	  to	  have	  a	  
greater	  focus	  on	  an	  empowering	  process	  rather	  than	  a	  marketable	  product	  and	  
‘Positive	  Stories’	  followed	  in	  this	  tradition	  while	  nevertheless	  aiming	  for	  educational	  
and	  engaging	  end	  products	  that	  would	  have	  social	  impact.	  Story	  content	  was	  
discussed	  collaboratively	  (with	  other	  storytellers,	  workshop	  facilitators	  and	  ACSA	  
support	  staff)	  throughout	  the	  development	  process	  with	  the	  main	  priority	  being	  to	  
facilitate	  clear	  expression	  of	  each	  storyteller’s	  intentions.	  Each	  storyteller	  retained	  
copyright	  over	  their	  story	  while	  licensing	  them	  for	  use	  by	  ACSA	  in	  a	  DVD	  compilation,	  
at	  a	  launch	  screening	  and	  on	  their	  website.	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The	  issues	  of	  ‘mediating	  voice’	  are	  amplified	  in	  situations	  where	  privacy	  and	  publicity	  
are	  of	  paramount	  concern,	  a	  fact	  that	  health	  workers	  in	  the	  HIV	  sector	  are	  well	  
aware	  of.	  From	  the	  framing	  of	  the	  ‘Positive	  Stories’	  initiative	  itself,	  to	  the	  form	  and	  
content	  of	  each	  story,	  to	  the	  wording	  of	  publicity	  materials	  for	  the	  launch	  at	  FEAST	  
and	  at	  Adelaide	  Fringe,	  time	  was	  taken	  to	  seek	  input	  from	  and	  prioritise	  the	  voices	  of	  
the	  storytellers,	  an	  approach	  that	  was	  conscientiously	  and	  consistently	  undertaken	  
by	  all	  of	  the	  assorted	  stakeholders,	  from	  facilitators	  and	  editors,	  to	  ACSA	  support	  
staff.	  	  
Conclusion	  
Practical	  recommendations	  that	  have	  emerged	  from	  the	  ‘Positive	  Stories’	  initiative,	  
include	  1)	  engaging	  with	  community	  members	  regarding	  the	  framing	  and	  objectives	  
of	  the	  initiative	  2)	  allowing	  an	  extended	  flexible	  time	  frame	  3)	  negotiating	  both	  
individual	  and	  collective	  co-­‐creative	  practices	  and	  4)	  privileging	  of	  the	  ‘quieter’	  
(marginalised)	  voice.	  An	  extended	  time	  frame	  allows	  for	  complex	  and	  evolving	  
discussions	  between	  storytellers	  and	  the	  networks	  of	  friends	  and	  family	  that	  also	  
have	  some	  kind	  of	  stake	  in	  the	  process	  and	  product.	  Regardless	  of	  whether	  the	  
storyteller	  is	  the	  principal	  editor	  or	  director	  of	  the	  story	  a	  longer	  post-­‐production	  
period	  allows	  for	  revisions	  in	  the	  final	  edit,	  and	  a	  greater	  likelihood	  that	  the	  
storyteller	  will	  ‘own’	  the	  final	  product	  that	  they	  then	  ‘have	  to	  live	  with’	  –	  an	  
imperative	  if	  the	  storyteller	  is	  to	  experience	  any	  degree	  of	  self-­‐empowerment.	  	  
Negotiations	  around	  co-­‐creativity	  and	  the	  privileging	  of	  the	  storytellers	  voice	  
requires	  self-­‐awareness	  on	  the	  part	  of	  all	  facilitators,	  regardless	  of	  whether	  their	  role	  
is	  one	  of	  logistic,	  technical,	  creative,	  or	  financial	  support.	  The	  ‘step	  up/step	  back’	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principle	  first	  articulated	  by	  the	  architects	  of	  early	  Digital	  Storytelling	  are	  useful	  to	  
keep	  in	  mind:	  that	  is,	  if	  you	  are	  aware	  that	  you	  are	  often	  the	  pro-­‐active	  or	  talkative	  
‘leader’	  of	  a	  group…	  step	  back.	  If	  you	  are	  aware	  that	  you	  are	  often	  the	  quiet	  
‘observer’,	  step	  up.	  This	  practice	  of	  conscious	  listening	  is	  pertinent	  for	  participants,	  
facilitators	  and	  auspicing	  organisations	  alike.	  Having	  said	  that	  I’ll	  leave	  it	  to	  a	  
storyteller	  to	  ‘speak	  the	  final	  words’	  from	  which	  this	  article’s	  title	  is	  also	  derived:	  
“I	  feel	  it’s	  been	  an	  incredibly	  rewarding	  experience	  to	  [share]	  my	  
stories	  …	  It’s	  one	  of	  the	  few	  things	  I’ve	  done	  in	  connection	  to	  20	  plus	  
years	  of	  being	  positive	  where	  the	  end	  result	  was	  NOT	  …’there	  you	  go	  
dear	  you	  poor	  little	  AIDS	  victim,	  we	  will	  do	  this	  and	  do	  this	  and	  do	  this	  
for	  you	  …it’s	  the	  one	  thing	  that	  I’ve	  walked	  away	  from	  and	  actually	  
felt	  empowered	  by	  because	  I’ve	  learnt	  skills	  and	  it	  sort	  of	  forced	  me	  
to	  stand	  up.”	  (‘Positive	  Stories’	  participant,	  group	  evaluation,	  2011).	  
BREAKOUT	  (space	  permitting)	  
THE	  FIVE	  STORIES	  
Me,	  Mum	  &	  Dad	  (3:30	  mins	  –	  Greg):	  Coming	  out	  as	  Positive	  was	  the	  hardest	  thing	  
I’ve	  ever	  had	  to	  do	  …	  but	  my	  parents	  continued	  to	  love	  me	  and	  have	  been	  by	  my	  side	  
throughout	  sickness,	  depressions	  and	  over	  80	  funerals.	  	  This	  story	  is	  dedicated	  to	  my	  
exceptional	  Mum	  and	  Dad.	  
The	  Never	  Ever	  Ending	  Story	  (3:30	  mins	  –	  Kath):	  	  While	  growing	  up	  the	  Catholic	  
Church	  was	  my	  moral	  compass	  and,	  later,	  the	  Woodstock	  era	  was	  like	  a	  magnet	  for	  
me.	  	  It	  doesn’t	  matter	  how	  or	  when	  I	  became	  HIV	  positive	  …	  because	  I’m	  still	  the	  
same	  person.	  
Bloody	  Brenda!	  (5:00	  mins	  –	  Brian):	  	  This	  is	  my	  story	  about	  living	  with	  HIV	  and	  how	  
my	  alter	  ego,	  Brenda,	  helped	  me	  along	  the	  way	  …	  
My	  Secret	  Story	  (3:30	  mins	  –	  Anon):	  	  This	  is	  a	  story	  about	  coming	  to	  terms	  with	  the	  
guilt	  and	  shame	  of	  becoming	  HIV	  positive	  …	  and	  my	  hope	  s	  for	  future	  generations	  of	  
young	  religious	  gay	  people.	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Greg’s	  Sermon	  (3:30	  mins	  –	  Greg):	  	  This	  is	  my	  dance	  floor	  tribute	  to	  living	  through	  
the	  HIV	  wars	  …	  and	  a	  call	  to	  love	  and	  respect	  yourself	  and	  those	  you	  journey	  with!	  
Sonja	  Vivienne	  is	  a	  filmmaker	  and	  PhD	  candidate	  at	  Queensland	  University	  of	  
Technology.	  She	  is	  also	  creative	  principal	  of	  'Incite	  Stories'	  
(www.incitestories.com.au)	  and	  is	  particularly	  interested	  in	  digital	  cultures,	  queer	  
identities	  and	  everyday	  activism.	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